RETURN  TO   THE  HAPHRAMAUT   AND   THE  FIRST  MOVE

Java tea.   Indeed, sometimes the samovar from which the glasses were
replenished steamed away in the room where we sat.

I cannot, of course, describe who all my informants were, but the biggest
villain of all was 'Abdur Rahman bin 'Othman, then a kind of judge in
political causes, employed principally in the rather vain hope that if he were
paid he would be loyal to the Sultan and his country. One night when I
went to see him, he was suffering from rheumatism and was in bed, on a
ferrash on the floor. He had the light behind him and as I listened, hour
after hour, to the vitriolic scandal which poured from his lips in an increasing
flood, I was hypnotized into the feeling that there sat before me a hooded
vulture, for the silhouette of his beake^d nose and the folded ridge of the
green shawl half-way over his bald pate reminded me of nothing so much
as the bird of carrion, and so to this day he is always known as the Vulture.

In this atmosphere of intrigue I felt I could^do very little. We found
ourselves surrounded by spies in the house and outside die house; even
'Abdul Qadir, a stranger from Sudan, remarked on the first night of our
arrival: "Is this a choky in which we have found ourselves? No one is
allowed to come and see us and whenever we talk there are people listening/*
X)f course it did not take us very long to clear out this band of amateur
detectives, and I always insisted on going everywhere unaccompanied, but
there was no doubt that certainly in one quarter there was uneasiness at my
presence and determination to thwart my every move.